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Abstract 
Since the publication of the Brundtland report and the introduction of Agenda 21, sustainable 
development has been set as a global goal. While it now is common for both private and public 
organisations to express that they are working for sustainable development, there is still 
evidence of increasing greenhouse gas-emissions. The aim of this study has been to describe 
and analyse how the discourse of ecological sustainability has been shaped and changed over 
time in two Swedish municipalities. An analysis of documents and interviews with officials has 
demonstrated how the discourse has changed from focusing on adapting to the ecocycle and 
including the citizen in civic participation, to a focus on sustainable growth, city branding, 
public-private partnerships and consumer power.   
Introduction 
We are more than often warned and presented with the threat of climate change as one of our 
times largest challenges. In the early 1970s the sustainable development discourse emerged 
(Luke, 1999: 135). And, in 1987, the United Nations (UN) stated sustainable development as a 
global goal to prevent climate change (WCED, 1987). The concept is described as a way of 
combining economic growth with environmental protection. While the UN defines it as 
‘meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs’ (WCED, 1987: 41), others have critiqued the term to mean, at best, ‘more 
of the same but green’, and at the worst, nothing at all (Luke, 2015: 291). While critics of the 
concept argue that combining economic growth and environmental protection is contradictory, 
defenders argue that this combination of sustainability and development (economic growth) is 
necessary to get the sustainability idea in to political mainstream (Dresner, 2008: 15).   
The United Nations Human Settlements Programme has identified the city as an important 
actor in mitigation for greenhouse gases and adapting to climate change. This is based on the 
fact that cities contribute with 60-70 percent of the world’s anthropogenic greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions (when including goods consumed by urban residents irrespective of the 
geographic location of the production) (UN-Habitat, 2011). In 1992 the UN launched the 
project Agenda 21 which purpose was to entrust local governments responsibility for achieving 
sustainable development (Lafferty, 2001). Municipalities in Sweden were early to start the 
implementation of Agenda 21 and also had a supportive national level of government 
(Eckerberg, 2001). Sweden has also had a long history of environmental protection policy since 
the nature conservation act was adopted in the year 1909, and the environmental protection act 
adopted in 1969 (Miljöforskningsberedningen, 2014). In 1999 the Swedish Parliament 
introduced fifteen Environmental Quality Objectives, and later added a sixteenth in 2002, to be 
reached by the year 2020. The purpose of these objectives is to clarify the environmental 
dimension of sustainable development (Naturvårdsverket, 2014), and identify different aspects 
of ecology where there is a need to take measures. Mitigation of climate change is one of the 
aspects, others are air pollution, acidified lakes and biodiversity, for example 
(Naturvårdsverket, 2013). The focus of the Swedish environmental policy has changed over 
time. In the 1970s it was targeting acidification, and during the 1980s the threat to the ozone 
layer. By the end of the 1980s, climate change became expressed as an alarming threat together 
with new chemicals which were rapidly and globally spread, not least because of growing 
consumption and trade (Miljöforskningsberedningen, 2014: 28).  
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Ecological modernisation theory stresses that the environment crisis is actually a social crisis 
derived from a ‘structural design fault’ in how production and consumption is organised in 
modern societies (Spaargaren, 2000: 324). However, while the UN presented sustainable 
development as a solution, they did not explicitly explain how it should be achieved (Jordan, 
2008). The strategies used for ecological sustainability are often based on technological 
solutions and market mechanisms, and it has been questioned if these strategies are nothing 
more but ‘low hanging fruits’ and ‘win-win solutions’, and if not more structural changes are 
needed to actually prevent climate change (Jänicke, 2008). During recent years it has become 
common to find the phrase ‘we are working for sustainable development’ in descriptions of 
organisations, both in private and public sector. This gives the impression that there has been 
an increase in taking environmental measures. While 20 years have passed since the 
introduction of Agenda 21, Swedish consumption causes more GHG emissions today than 
twenty years ago (Naturvårdsverket, 2015a). Of the sixteen Environmental Quality Objectives 
only one is estimated to actually be reached before 2020, and one other which will be nearly 
reached. However, the other fourteen are estimated not to be reachable with today’s decided or 
planned instruments (Naturvårdsverket, 2015b). 
While the concept of sustainability has been popular the last twenty years, it is possible that 
the meaning of the concept has changed over time. It has been pointed out that research within 
the field of planning for sustainable urban development has not been very attentive to issues 
such as discursive power (Krueger and Gibbs, 2007). Overall, within the Swedish 
environmental and sustainability research, it has been argued that there is a lack of socially, 
culturally and politically reflexive perspectives (Bradley, 2009: 19). Municipalities in Sweden 
have for the past twenty years started to describe themselves as sustainable, or striving to 
become sustainable, but it is not always clear what this actually means, or have meant. This 
article is intended as a contribution to the critical research on sustainable development by 
studying the discursive practice from which the sustainability projects are emerging. It 
contributes with an empirical study of two Swedish municipalities, and how their sustainability 
discourses have changed during the last twenty years. It also contributes with a sociological 
perspective of this change by combining a governmentality analysis with critical urban studies. 
By applying a historical perspective, this deepens the understanding of how sustainable 
development is defined and used today, compared to when it was introduced as a strategy 
twenty years ago. The aim of this study is to describe and analyse how the discourse of 
ecological sustainability has been shaped and has changed over time in the two Swedish 
municipalities, Stockholm and Växjö. Furthermore, part of the aim is to analyse how the 
relation between growth and ecological sustainability has been expressed since the introduction 
of Agenda 21. 
 
Research questions   
 How do the municipalities Stockholm and Växjö define ecological sustainability 
and which changes have occurred since the introduction of Agenda 21? 
 Which similarities and differences are found in the discursive practice on 
sustainability of the two municipalities? 
 How is the relation between growth and ecological sustainability expressed in the 
discourse? 
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 What roles are assigned to non-governmental actors in the governing of sustainable 
development?  
The disposition of this article continues with theoretical concepts and literature review; 
followed by a presentation of research methods, analysis and findings, ending up with 
concluding remarks.   
Theoretical concepts and literature review 
Sustainable development has been described as a post-political project on the account of that 
everyone are expressed as held accountable for climate change, beyond minor consumer 
choices on the margins of daily consumption (Luke, 2015: 290). Mouffe (2005) argues that the 
post-political means that instead of playing out the political as we/they, it is now established in 
moral terms as right and wrong (p. 5). This post-political frame is structured around capitalism 
and a market economy as the basic organizational structure of the social and economic order 
(Swyngedouw, 2010: 215). A consensual, post-political perspective is characterized by a side-
stepping of fundamental conflicts, and evades critical analysis of modern capitalism, which 
makes it hard to challenge the hegemony of neo-liberalism (Mouffe, 2005: 60). Now, climate 
change is being framed as a global humanitarian cause (Swyngedouw, 2010: 217); not just a 
threat to humankind but to the whole world. However, as mankind has used and manipulated 
nature which, at least since the industrialisation, has been accompanied by serious 
environmental problems, Hajer (1997) suggests that we should talk about the environmental 
dilemma of industrial society instead of the environmental crisis (p. 18). Meaning that pollution 
and climate change are actually a choice between environmental protection and the 
industrialised society.  
Earlier research on Swedish urban sustainability policy has studied how climate change 
mitigation is used by cities as a marker for place identity, or place branding (Gustavsson & 
Elander, 2012). It has also studied which factors are important for climate change policy and 
practice to lead to concrete action (Gustavsson, 2009). More critical research within the urban 
sustainability area is, for example, Bradley (2009), who studied the inclusionary/exclusionary 
effects of discursive power of official strategies for eco-friendly urban living. Lundqvist (1999) 
also studied how the Swedish national environmental policy changed in the 1990s. This article 
relates and adds to this research.  
 
Governmentality 
I assume a sociological reading of Foucault's governmentality-concept represented by 
especially Rose and Dean. Governmentality is here described as the conduct of conduct (Dean, 
1999:10). Dean (1999) explores the ethical sense of the word conduct through the idea ‘to 
conduct oneself’, which is concerned with self-direction appropriate to certain situations. 
Conduct can also refer to behaviour or actions (p. 10). Government is, with other words, not 
only a way to exercise authority over others, or how we govern populations, but also how we 
govern ourselves.  
Miller and Rose (2008) explain the modern state ‘rule’ as based on elaborate networks of 
institutions and organisations, both state and none-state (p. 55). The practices of government is 
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a collective construction, which is symbolised by the idea of ‘mentalities’ of government (Dean, 
1999: 16). Here, the focus lies on the relations between people and things connected to them, 
for example, resources, customs, misfortunes, or nature and climate. The purpose of 
government is, then, the welfare of the population through improvement of its condition and 
increase of its wealth. Therefore, governing is a problematizing activity, as it is steered by the 
problems it seeks to solve (Miller and Rose, 2008: 61). The art of governing is performed 
through programmes of technologies, based on rationalities, in order to educate citizens in 
techniques of governing themselves (Miller & Rose, 2008; Dean, 1999). The attempt of 
governing oneself contains four aspects: what we seek to act upon; how we govern this 
substance; who we are when we govern; and why we govern or are governed (Dean, 1999: 17). 
Governmentality is no longer only focused on actors within a state but has included the entire 
planet. The goal of protecting the environment has become a key theme of many political 
operations to raise public standards of collective morality and personal responsibility (Luke, 
1999:122). Green governmentality articulates sustainability and development as the right 
disposition of things between humans and their environment (Luke, 1999: 146). In addition to 
the previous ethical concerns of family, community and nation guiding how conduct should be 
conducted. Our natural environment has become another ethical concern to take into account, 
and been introduced as a ground for normalizing individual behaviour (Luke, 1999: 149).  
 
Responsibilization 
Liberalism, as a mentality of rule, suggests that government confronts itself with the market, 
civil society, and citizens, who have their own internal basic mechanisms of self-regulation 
(Miller & Rose, 2008: 203). Through liberal governmentalities the state becomes the guarantor 
of the freedom of both the individual and of the capitalist enterprise (Miller & Rose, 2008: 207). 
Liberal governmentalities are characterised by that the subjects are non-governmental actors 
whose freedom, liberty and rights are to be respected (Miller & Rose, 2008: 204), which also 
implies responsibilization of the actors. The good subject of rule is assumed to fuse with the 
voluntary obligations of free individuals and private organisations conducting their life and 
businesses responsibly while making decisions about their self-conduct surrounded by loads of 
information, promises, and threats, organised around norms (Miller & Rose, 2008: 205). The 
strategies for government are therefore dependent on schools, family, prisons, and so on, which 
‘create’ individuals who care for themselves. Institutions which specify norms of civilization 
and define the civilized member of society with capacities to exercise their citizenship and 
businesses responsibly. This also means a need for truths and experts in forms of scientists, 
engineers, bureaucrats and statistics, economics and medicine, who non-governmental actors 
can base their decisions on (Miller & Rose, 2008: 201).  
Mayer and Künkel (2012) argue that neoliberalism is establishing new forms of urban 
governance, for example by rescaling and outsourcing state functions, which implies a 
reorganization of society and, therefore, the creation of the responsible citizen and self-
organizing communities (p. 11). Part of this is also new cooperation between NGOs, municipal 
authorities, multinational corporations, and so on, which provides the basis for the new informal 
modes of self-governance (Mayer & Künkel, 2012: 14). Elzinga (2010) argues that since the 
entry of new public management citizens are essentially framed as customers and clients rather 
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than citizens. This has also generated a focus on generating attractiveness within a city, or 
branding.  
Bradley (2009) studied the inclusionary/exclusionary effects of discursive power of official 
strategies for eco-friendly living on the one hand and everyday lifestyles on the other within 
sustainable urban development politics in Stockholm, Sweden and Sheffield, the United 
Kingdom. Her study shows how strategies for urban sustainability are dominated by middle-
class norms which lead to processes of (self-) disciplining and normalisation of the other (that 
is the foreign and/or troublesome residents) into well-behaving citizens. Also Summerville, 
Adkins and Kendall (2008) show how sustainable development policy define and organise the 
conduct of subjects who are mobilised to become active and responsible citizens. Sustainable 
development may be seen as to comprise an assemblage of philosophies (human rights, 
environmental protection, capitalist advantage), and constructed realities (poverty, 
environmental degradation, urban sprawl, inequality), that permits the formation and 
management of certain kinds of problems - and prevents the conceivability of others. 
(Summerville, Adkins & Kendall, 2008: 709). That is, sustainable development sets and 
agenda, formulating which problems that needs to be solved which could mean that other 
problems ends up in the shade.  
 
Marketization  
Lemke (2002) argues that sustainable development strives after a new order where nature no 
longer is external, but incorporated in the capitalist system (p. 56). Ecological modernisation 
refers to the interplay of ecology and economy (Jänicke, 2008: 557). It takes its form in 
technology, innovation, market mechanisms and so on. Some examples are the electric car, 
energy efficient machines, and the ‘polluters pay principle’. An environmental problem proves 
politically less difficult to resolve if a marketable solution exists. However, if the solution 
requires intervention in established patterns of production, consumption or transport, it is likely 
to meet resistance (Jänicke, 2008: 557).  
What is argued in earlier research, though, is that the neoliberal project is constantly adapting 
to changing circumstances, and that the neoliberal regime continues to be dominant, or even 
deepening or intensifying (Mayer & Künkel, 2012: 20). There is a political consensus that 
growth is a priority in urban politics and that the city has become a ‘growth machine’ (MacLeod, 
2011). Capitalism is also pointed out as the salvation to the climate crises (Swyngedouw, 2010: 
224).  Gustavsson (2009) shows that economic factors, such as that engaging in climate change 
mitigation and adaption would also generate economic development, are important for climate 
change policy and practice to lead to concrete action (pp. 220-221). The economic and political 
globalisation has created an arena for political competition and benchmarking which creates 
incentives for cities (and countries) to ascribe themselves as ambitious and pioneers in 
environmental governance (Jänicke, 2008: 559; Ljungkvist, 2014: 281).  
Climate change mitigation is also often used as a marker for place identity, or place branding 
(Gustavsson & Elander, 2012; Maheshwari, Vandewalle & Bamber, 2011). The right brand of 
a city can attract investors, resourceful residents and tourists (MacLeod, 2011; Maheshwari, 
Vandewalle & Bamber, 2011) which in turn generates growth. This view of growth first has 
also generated ‘public-private partnerships’ which become involved in urban policy, beyond 
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the formal machinery of government (MacLeod, 2011; Mayer & Künkel, 2012). Meaning that 
the government collaborates with private actors to perform projects of different sorts, preferably 
with the result of generating growth to the city. The fact that these coalitions or partnerships 
govern beyond the formal government gives their agendas a post-political status (MacLeod, 
2011). Post-politics refers here to a politics in which ideological struggles are handled with 
techno-organisational planning, expert management and administration (Swyngedouw, 2010: 
225).  
Lundqvist (1999) studied the Swedish policy changes in the 1990s. He argues that the 
environmental policy changes clearly have gone in the direction of ecological modernisation. 
The proposals are in accordance with the Swedish tradition of consensus and cooperation 
between the state, industrial interests and the trade union, and are claimed to lead to the greening 
and sustainability of the “people’s home”. His conclusion is that the Swedish environmental 
policy change has been “presented as a mean by which capitalism can accommodate the 
environmental challenge” (p. 30). 
The theoretical concepts presented above will be applied on the gathered material from 
Stockholm and Växjö to describe the change within their discursive practices since the 
introduction of Agenda 21. 
Research method 
This study is conducted as a historical comparative discourse analysis of two cases, Stockholm 
and Växjö. The main material used are documents published by the municipalities, which also 
been complemented with interviews with officials. The material is analysed using discourse 
analysis, based on an analytics of government framework. In this section, I will in more detail 
present how I chose the two cases and performed the study. 
 
The cases: Stockholm and Växjö 
This article aims to analyse how the discourse of ecological sustainability has taken shape and 
changed over time within Swedish municipalities, which then entails that the chosen cases need 
to inhabit the phenomenon of sustainable development. The cases chosen are places where this 
phenomenon is as transparently observable and visible as possible. This choice is inspired by 
what is called a pragmatic strategy (Friedrichs & Kratochwil, 2009). 
First of all, choosing municipalities within Sweden is relevant as it has been observed as one 
of the leading countries in Europe concerning the implementation of Agenda 21. As mentioned 
earlier, Sweden was early to implement the Agenda 21 and had the highest proportion of local 
government units involved (Eckerberg, 2001: 15). Cities have been described as the nucleus of 
change, which is the reason why they and their local governments should be studied 
(Ljungkvist, 2014: 301). That is, the local government is the one closest to the citizens, it is in 
the city where lifestyles form, where technology develops, revolutions begin and new thoughts 
are born. Therefore I have chosen to study two Swedish municipalities, Stockholm and Växjö, 
instead of the national level. 
Both Stockholm and Växjö are internationally known as sustainable or green cities. 
Stockholm was the first city to receive the European green capital award in 2010 by the 
European Commission (European commission, 2015), and in 2014 announced the climate city 
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of the year (WWF, 2014). Växjö’s slogan is “The greenest city in Europe” and received the 
Sustainable Energy Europe Award in 2007 (ICLEI, 2007). On their webpage, Växjö also 
proudly lists several ranking and awards they have received for their work with sustainability 
(Växjö kommun, 2015a). Both municipalities have also had similar political distributions of 
seats within the city council since 1994. When comparing two cases with large differences, it 
enables a study of how a phenomenon takes shape in different contexts (Yin, 2006: 28). The 
two cities are similar in that they are getting attention for their work with the environment and 
climate, but are clearly different when it comes to the form of the city. Stockholm is a capital 
city with about 900 000 inhabitants (Stockholms stad, 2015), located by the Baltic Sea, while 
Växjö is an inland town of 85 000 inhabitants (Växjö kommun, 2015b). As a capital, and world 
city, Stockholm could be described as a metropolis where most of the government agencies are 
situated, and where large businesses and NGOs have their headquarters. Stockholm has more 
resources compared to others cities, and the local government is larger and divided into more 
units compared to Växjö. The city of Växjö is a densely built-up area surrounded by 
countryside, which means that the municipality of Växjö consists of a combination of urban 
and rural living.  
While both cities are described as sustainable and claim they aim to be sustainable, it is not 
within the scope of this article whether the two cities actually can be classified as “sustainable”. 
The focus is the discourse within these cities.  
 
Data gathering 
This study contains comparisons on two dimensions: time and 
space, where the two cases, Stockholm and Växjö, are being 
compared over time. I have chosen to dive into policy 
documents created by the municipalities from the time of the 
introduction of Agenda 21, as early as 1994, and to the year 
2014. The primary material consists of annual reports and 
comprehensive documents (with an ecological sustainability 
focus) such as environmental programmes, strategies, plans, 
visions and evaluations (table 1). This was combined with 
interviews with officials from the both municipalities. I have 
had an abductive approach. To find where sustainability was 
a question for government I went through the annual reports 
of Stockholm and Växjö from the year of 19871 until the year of 20132. The reports account for 
which decisions where taken and when. The reading of annual reports guided me to find which 
documents were relevant to this article and functioned as a framing of the historical time span. 
The webpages of both municipalities also guided me when choosing more recent documents 
(after 2013). 
 The focus of the documents chosen concern sustainability measures on the local level. I 
have classified the documents after three different types: visionary, strategic and evaluating. 
Visionary documents describe an idea of what the municipality strives for or hopes to achieve. 
                                                 
1 The year the United Nations published our common future which calls for sustainable development. 
2 The annual report of 2014 was not available.   
Figure 1: Time vs Space 
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Strategic documents are plans for how the municipality will arrive at their vision or goals. 
Finally, evaluations are determining if the work actually reaches their goals or not. By studying 
evaluations, I am not only studying the programmatic documents, but also how the actual 
practice turned out, or was later presented.  
 
Table 1: Documents used in the study 
STOCKHOLM VÄXJÖ 
Year Visionary Strategic Evaluating Year Visionary Strategic Evaluating 
1995
-1997 
Annual 
reports 
(1995, 1996, 
1997) 
Frame 
work 
Agenda 21 
(1995),  
Annual 
reports 
(1995, 1996, 
1997), 
Progress 
report 
Agenda 21 
(1997) 
1993
-1995 
Environmen
tal policy 
(1993), 
Annual 
reports 
(1994, 1995) 
Environmen
tal policy 
(1993) 
Annual 
reports 
(1994, 1995) 
2000
-2002 
Annual 
report (2000, 
2001, 2002), 
Environment
al 
programme 
(2002) 
Environme
ntal 
programme 
(2002),  
Environment
al 
programme 
(2002), 
Annual 
report (2000, 
2001, 2002)  
1998
-2000 
Annual 
reports 
(1998, 1999, 
2000) 
Local 
Agenda 21 
strategy 
(1999) 
Annual 
reports 
(1998, 1999, 
2000), 
Environment
al Report 
(2000) 
2006
-2008 
Vision 2030 
the guide to 
the future 
(2007), 
Annual 
report (2006, 
2007, 2008), 
Environme
ntal 
programme 
2008-2011 
(2008),  
Environment
al report 
(2006),  
Annual 
report (2006, 
2007, 2008), 
2005
-2007 
Annual 
report (2005, 
2006, 2007), 
Environment
al 
programme 
(2006) 
Environmen
tal 
programme 
(2006),  
Annual 
report (2005, 
2006, 2007), 
Environment
al Report 
(2006) 
2011
-2013 
Annual 
report (2011, 
2012, 2013), 
Environment 
programme 
2012-2015 
(2012),  
Environme
ntal 
programme 
2012-2015 
(2012), 
Annual 
report (2011, 
2012, 2013), 
environmenta
l and health 
investigation 
2012 (2012) 
2012
-2014 
Annual 
report (2012, 
2013), 
Environment
al 
programme 
(2014), 
Climate 
Adaptation 
Plan (2013) 
Climate 
Adaptation 
Plan (2013), 
Environment
al 
programme 
(2014) 
Annual 
report (2012, 
2013) 
 
By studying the phenomenon partly through how it is planned to turn out, but then also how it 
actually turned out, the findings are validated and give a more complete picture than if I only 
had studied the programmatic part (Denscombe, 2009: 188). During the process I have had to 
delineate the material to make it manageable. First of all, sustainable development usually 
includes three aspects: ecological, social and economic. I have chosen to focus on the ecological 
aspect, and therefore chosen documents with this theme. Second of all, the documents have also 
been grouped in four different time periods. These time spans differ between Stockholm and 
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Växjö, as I have let the documents direct which period to focus on. Even though both Stockholm 
and Växjö introduced agenda 21 around the same period, the production of documents differ in 
time. The starting point of this study is when the municipality decided to introduce Agenda 21. 
Third of all, in recent years the municipalities have produced a lot of documents treating 
ecological sustainability. I chose to study the more general documents focusing on ecological 
sustainability.  
When studying a phenomenon historically, it is hard to combine different methods. 
However, I combined the gathered documents with interviews with officials as a way of testing 
the findings and ask questions which were not answered in the documents. I interviewed one 
official from the municipality of Stockholm over phone, and one official from the municipality 
of Växjö face to face at the informant’s workplace. Both officials are working with ecological 
sustainability at the municipality administration, and are well informed of the environmental 
work done within the municipality. The interviews conducted were semi-structured and based 
on theory and on what I found in the documents. A way to generate further credibility to the 
results would be to interview more officials from both municipalities, and possibly also 
representatives from NGOs. However, the limitation of time prevented me from going further 
with this. Historical data is a difficult set of data to work with and brings some limitations. 
Historical data tends to be of an incomplete nature which not always reflects the complexity 
and scale of the social systems. In this study public documents have been studied which do not 
show the discussions nor struggles leading up to the decision and the final document customised 
for the public. However, it is these documents which are creating and describing the reality as 
we know it, and will have an effect on our society and future. To receive a broader picture of 
the discourse, the interviews and evaluations of programmes were included. This means that 
the analysis is not only based on policy documents, but also on the review of how the planned 
measures turned out. Another limitation of the material is that the interviewees can only give 
their interpretation of history and talk from memory or other forms of knowledge. The 
information gathered from the interviews have therefore mostly reflected the discourse today 
and been a way to ask about issues not revealed in the documents.  
How the analysis was conducted 
The gathered material has been analysed with discourse analysis. Hajer (1999) argues that 
today’s environmental issues are discursively created as political issues and that they have to 
be understood in their own social and cognitive context (pp. 20-21). To understand the 
dynamics of environmental politics, the discursive practices that guide our perception of reality 
must be taken apart. And by studying environmental discourse it can bring out how these 
questions are dealt with politically, and post-politically (Hajer, 1999: 17-18). Reality is 
dependent on subject-specific framing or time-and-place specific discourses, which guide our 
perceptions. Our understanding of reality is based on its representation and implies a set of 
assumptions. The governing is based on invented procedures of the state, ways of collecting 
and presenting basis for decisions, and so forth, these procedures are what governmentality is 
made up by, and the programmes of government and the political discourse are elaborated 
through language (Miller & Rose, 2008). To reveal how the governing of sustainability has 
changed over time it is therefore relevant to study how the discourse has changed.  
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The analysis was conducted by reading the gathered data (both interviews and documents) 
and categorising it through an analytics of government framework. That is, which fields of 
visibilities were expressed, which technologies were used, which rationalities were created or 
drawn upon and identities forged (Dean, 1999). The analytics of government framework has 
been used to map the dominating discourse and generated an understanding in how these 
measures where formed and motivated. Using Dean’s (1999) model during the initiation of the 
analysis was a way of finding an order in the material and distinguishing themes which then 
became the focus of the analysis. As the discourse has been studied in a historical perspective, 
there has also been a question about a changing context. As part of my material has been annual 
reports, these have also helped framing the context. The time and space dimensions have been 
used in the analysis as ways of comparing differences and similarities in the discourse within 
these frames, and made possible to actually reveal changes over time. The findings have been 
ordered according to time and space (see table 2), which made it easier to handle the analysis 
and compare findings.  
Conducting a discourse analysis does not reveal facts about what practices actually are 
performed and what the outcome of the practice is. However, what the discourse shows is how 
practice is defined and from what points of departure decisions are made. As I am studying the 
written word and officials’ statements, there are limitations as these are created within a context. 
While the discourse not necessarily describes the actual turn of events, it does set the base from 
which projects are sprung from. The discourse defines problems and through this solutions are 
suggested. As the conducted study both analyses visionary, strategic and evaluating documents 
(and interviews), the discourse is analysed both in the form of a wishful turn of events, but also 
the perceived outcome.  
 
The role of the researcher 
My interest for the subject of my study has generated through several years of engaging in 
different parts of the environmental movement. But also from during my time as an intern at 
the Swedish Parliament administration, where I, among other things, was part of an 
investigation on Future sustainable air traffic. My personal interest for the subject at hand may 
act as a bias, but at the same time my insight in the subject may be an advantage when working 
with the material.  
Even though the main material I have used consists of documents I still played a part in 
choosing which documents to study. I have studied these documents from a pre-understanding 
and even though I was trying to keep an open mind, it has to have affected my judgement. 
Furthermore, I have constructed the questions addressed to the informants and been part of the 
social interaction which an interview is. I have here tried to account for, as transparently as 
possible, my choices and methods.  
There are, foremost, two ethical dilemmas where I have come to take a stand: transcribing 
the interviews and translating my material. As regards the interviews, both were recorded and 
later transcribed. When transcribing I have formed complete sentences when it has been needed 
for the understanding of the meaning, but I have been careful to keep the original expressions. 
When communicating, through the spoken or written word, there is always a need for 
interpretation. When forming complete sentences I risk transforming the actual content and 
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adding of my own interpretation of what has been said. To avoid misinterpretation, the 
transcribing was done shortly after the interview and taking the context in to account.  
All the used materials were originally in Swedish, and my analysis is based on the Swedish 
expressions. However, quotes presented in this article have been translated into English. As my 
focus lies on the discursive practice, the language is of great importance and therefore there is 
a risk for loss of information in the translation. When translating I have taken into account 
standard translations of different concepts when those exist. I have also let third parties read the 
translated quotes and questioning the quality of the translations.   
Problematizing of environmental protection versus growth 
The analysis, which also been described in theory (Hajer, 1997), resulted in a main theme: the 
ambivalence between environmental protection and growth, and sub-themes as city branding, 
responsibilization, and marketization. The analysis is based on these themes. The time and 
space dimensions are handled within each theme as a comparison between the introduction of 
Agenda 21 and after the year 2005, and between Stockholm and Växjö. Table 2 presents an 
overview of the result, which will be further analysed in this section. 
 
Table 2: Similarities and differences in themes between Stockholm and Växjö 
Stockholm Växjö 
Introduction of Agenda 21 
Use resources without preventing next generations 
opportunities for a decent life 
Use resources so that everyone has the opportunity to 
live a good life, both today and tomorrow 
Adapt to the ecocycle Adapt to the ecocycle 
Our needs and the way we live our life is the problem The way we plan our habitat and live our life is the 
problem 
Everyone is responsible Everyone is responsible 
Participation through dialogue with public, NGOs, 
university & Business 
Participation through dialogue with public, NGOs, 
university & Business 
Responsibilization through informational campaigns 
and education 
Responsibilization through informational campaigns 
and education 
Stimulate the market Stimulate the market 
Climate change mitigation Climate change mitigation 
Standardisation by certifying business and goods Standardisation by certifying business and goods 
City branding as Ecocycle municipality and first green 
capital 
City branding as Ecocycle municipality 
2005 and after 
No conflict between sustainable development and 
growth 
Sustainable development is possible to combine with 
high growth (but challenges are still reflections of 
consumption, caused by our society) 
Everyone is responsible Everyone is responsible 
Consensus over party lines Consensus over party lines 
Responsibilization through informational campaigns 
and education 
Responsibilization through informational campaigns 
and education 
Public-private partnerships, Citizen = consumer Public-private partnerships, Citizen = consumer 
Stimulate the market and governing the public Stimulate the market and governing the public 
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Standardisation by certifying business and consumer 
goods 
Standardisation by certifying business and consumer 
goods + make it easier for consumers to see marked-up 
goods 
First green capital in Europe, the worlds in 2030 Greenest city in Europe 
Climate change mitigation and adaption Climate change mitigation and adaption 
 
When studying the environmental sustainability work within Stockholm and Växjö, an 
ambivalence between, on the one hand, reaching a goal of growth, and on the other hand, 
reaching the goal of ecological sustainability was noticeable. It was also shown how the 
development of this ambivalence of growth and sustainability is going from adapting to nature 
to adapting to market mechanisms.  
Both cities introduced Agenda 21 and the project of reaching sustainable development in the 
mid 90’s. Both cities focus on the ecological aspect of sustainable development, for example 
Växjö states that ‘a long-term environmentally sustainable future is necessary. In addition to 
the environmental benefit, a long-term perspective is a prerequisite for development and 
survival’ (Växjö kommun, 1993: 2) and a statement in Stockholm: ‘There is an understanding 
that much risk getting out of hand if a change towards sustainable development does not take 
place’ (Stockholms stad, 1997a: 3). In both cases the definition of sustainable development is 
inspired by the Brundtland report (WCED, 1987):  
We have, within a couple of generations, achieved a sustainable development 
where we use the earth's resources so that everyone has the opportunity to 
live a good life both today and tomorrow. (Växjö kommun, 1999a: 1) 
Our generation's use of our ecosystems must not prevent the next generation 
of opportunities to a decent life. (Stockholms stad, 2002: 7) 
During the introduction of Agenda 21 and sustainable development, both cities highlighted a 
need for adapting to the natural cycle (ecocycle) (Stockholms stad, 1994 2; Växjö kommun, 
1994: 78). They describe that to achieve a sustainable development there is a need to adapt the 
way we live to what nature is able to handle.  
We cannot continue to deplete the earth of non-renewable resources if she is 
to meet our future needs. Therefore we need to adapt society's metabolism to 
nature's ability to provide us with energy and materials, and so that we do 
not use more resources than are recreated. In other words, adapting society 
to the ecocycle. (Växjö kommun, 1999a: 12) 
To adapt to the ecocycle it is indicated that changes in our society are needed. The source of 
the unsustainable development is described to be found in the way we live our lives 
(Stockholms stad, 1997a: 3; Växjö kommun, 1999a: 5). The foremost problem expressed is 
burning of fossil fuels as the cause of the increasing greenhouse effect (Växjö kommun, 1999a: 
4; Stockholms stad, 2002: 86). Areas which are pointed out as problematic areas are: heating 
of buildings, electricity, passenger transport and consumption of goods (Stockholms stad, 2002: 
87). Växjö also states that ‘urban development consumes resources and is always an 
intervention in nature’ (Växjö kommun, 1993: 4; Växjö kommun, 2000: 7), that is, urban 
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development in itself is explained as a problem. It is expressed that how our society is organised, 
during this time, is problematic and in a need of change to be able to achieve sustainable 
development.    
What and how we produce and sell, what we buy and consume, how we 
manage our waste and how we travel are examples of areas where changes 
must take place if we are to achieve the goal [of sustainable development] 
(Stockholms stad, 1994: 3) 
The ambivalence between sustainability and growth is in Växjö shown as a conflict between 
planning traffic and trade and sustainable development, and while some improvements since 
1993 are seen in their impact on nature through different kinds of pollution (mostly due to 
technological changes, handling of waste and choice of fuel in energy production and 
transportation) there still are problematic areas where pollution is increasing. For example, 
emissions from transportation (Växjö kommun, 1999b: 44; Växjö kommun, 2000: 7), the total 
amount of waste (explained as a sign of increased consumption) and the energy consumption 
per capita (Växjö kommun, 2000: 7).  
When it comes to planning traffic and trade, it is doubtful that it takes into 
account the objectives of sustainable development. For these goals to be 
reached, the tools which the municipality has to guide the development of 
society must be used. Hereby, conflict of interest can occur, which must be 
managed. (Växjö kommun, 2000: 7) 
Växjö points out that there may be a conflict of interest when taking sustainable development 
into account in certain areas of urban planning. It is also expressed that the source of these kinds 
of pollution is the habits of households and companies (Växjö kommun, 1999a: 5; Stockholms 
stad, 2002: 6, 29) and their needs of energy, heating and transportation. 
The driving forces behind acidification is society's need for energy, which is 
largely generated by sulphur and other fuels/… /Sulphur emissions in the city 
are mainly caused by the combustion of sulphur-containing fuels for the 
production of energy to meet the need for heating homes and buildings, and 
in industry. Emissions of nitrogen oxides in the city caused by road traffic, 
by burning fuel to meet the needs of passengers and freight (Stockholms stad, 
2002: 34) 
Between the introduction of Agenda 21 and the beginning of the 21st century, a conflict between 
growth and sustainability is shown when it comes to production of energy, heating, 
consumption and transportation. Partly, as it is explicitly expressed by Växjö kommun (2000), 
as a possible conflict of interest (p. 7). But also as the increase of transportation, waste, and 
energy, which are signs of growth of citizens and/or consumption, are explained as problems 
which need to be solved. As the population is growing, so does the need for energy, 
transportation, goods, and heated homes. The solution which both cities are suggesting during 
this time period is stated as adapting to the ecocycle.  
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The dilemma between environmental protection and growth continues in to the 21st century, 
but in 2007 Växjö stated that sustainable development is possible to combine with high growth 
(Växjö kommun, 2007: 3), and in 2008 Stockholm stated that ‘[t]here is no conflict between 
sustainable growth and modern environmental thinking’ (Stockholms stad, 2008a: 3). In 2013 
‘[t]he OECD reported that Stockholm has managed to combine economic growth with an active 
and successful environmental work’ (Stockholms stad, 2013: 40). However, there are still the 
same challenges of energy-use, waste, and emissions from transportation (Stockholms stad, 
2007a; Stockholms stad, 2008a; Växjö kommun, 2014; Johansson, 2013; Växjö kommun, 
2013a). Both municipalities still encourage a change of lifestyles, but no longer to adapt to the 
ecocycle. Instead waste should be taken advantage of, and be seen as a resource (Växjö 
kommun, 2014: 7), for example as being used for heating and bio-fuels. 
By taking advantage of waste and residues while making resource 
consumption more efficient we can reduce the environmental impact of 
consumption/…/ By making changes in the way we live our lives we can 
reduce environmental impacts while strengthening both our own health and 
household economy. (Växjö kommun, 2006b: 6) 
The reason for continuation of these challenges is still expressed as a ‘…reflection of 
consumption in society’ (Växjö kommun, 2006a: 34). The environmental impact is connected 
to the increase of consumption, travels and energy use, which are also signs of growth and 
wellbeing. The ambivalence between environmental protection and growth is pointed out 
especially in connection to transportation systems. For example, Stockholms stad (2008a) states 
that transport plays an important role in our welfare society as we are dependent on transport 
and of the opportunities that mobility provides. Therefore, well-functioning transport is a 
prerequisite for competitiveness in a global environment. Furthermore, transportation systems 
and infrastructure are of great importance for development and growth. Meanwhile, today's 
transportation affects the environment and our health negatively, including in the form of noise, 
polluted urban air and an increased greenhouse effect (Stockholms stad, 2008a: 5).  
Comparing the time period of the introduction of Agenda 21 and the time period after 2005 
the fields of visibilities, that is the problems which are sought to be solved and the goals to be 
reached, are similar. The goal is to reach sustainable development, which is to live a good or 
decent life today, without preventing coming generations from the same. The problem which is 
expressed as in need of solving is the pollution which has resulted from transportation, waste 
and energy production, and how the urban society is organized. In the problems expressed an 
ambivalence or dilemma between the need of a growing population, which leads to an increase 
in transportation, consumption and energy-usage, and environmental protection is also 
noticeable While these fields of visibilities do not seem to have changed since the introduction 
of Agenda 21, the expressed rationalities which guide the solutions have. That is the knowledge 
that has informed the municipalities in how to solve the problems expressed. During the 
introduction of Agenda 21 this rationality was expressed as adapting to the ecocycle which is 
no longer mentioned in the same extent in the 21st century. Since 2007, it is instead expressed 
that growth and sustainable development is possible to combine, although the problems of 
pollution is still defined as before.  
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City Branding 
Both Växjö and Stockholm show identity formation around sustainable development, or the 
sustainable city. The material shows that both municipalities states during the introduction of 
Agenda 21 that their goals were to become ‘eco-municipalities and ecocycle societies’ and 
Stockholm strived to become a ‘Green Capital’ (Växjö kommun, 1994: 22, 44; Stockholms 
stad, 1995: 17). Both municipalities also claimed to have a focus on and to be working for a 
better environment (Växjö kommun, 1998b: 4; Stockholms stad, 1995: 17); and that there is an 
interest and commitment for the environment, and environmental expertise, within the 
businesses sector (Växjö kommun, 1998a: 16; Stockholms stad, 2000: 11). Both Stockholm and 
Växjö have used sustainable development as a way to brand their cities, even if Växjö has gone 
a bit further with their branding than Stockholm, by making ‘the Greenest City in Europe’ part 
of their logo in 2007. Stockholm also indicates that being acknowledged by the rest of the world, 
by ‘being put on the world map’ can ‘provide valuable impetus to the city's investments in the 
tourism industry, environmental, technological development and culture’ (Stockholms stad, 
1996: 5). Branding the city as sustainable is here explained as a strategic way to enhance growth 
through tourism industry and technological development, but also to make an environmental 
development possible. It is also described that investing in ‘sustainable business’ or industries 
with environmental profile also can generate growth: 
 A focus on sustainable business also provides opportunities to develop new 
niches and industries and creating new environment-related jobs. Examples 
of industries where a clear environmental profile can generate growth and 
create new jobs are purification and recycling technology (recovery), energy 
(bioenergy, solar panels and energy-efficient technologies), agricultural 
sectors (agriculture and forestry), communications and IT, knowledge sector 
and in tourism and experience industries. (Växjö kommun, 1999a: 8) 
After 2005 both municipalities started receiving awards and became acknowledged for their 
environmental work, which they used to describe themselves as leading environmental 
municipalities and to set an example for other cities (Stockholm stad, 2006: 6; Växjö kommun, 
2007:3; Växjö kommun, 2006b; Stockholms stad, 2007a: 2; Stockholms stad, 2013: 10; Växjö 
kommun, 2014). In the year 2007 Växjö announced that after receiving several awards and been 
named ‘the Greenest City in Europe’, this is Växjö’s new place brand (Växjö kommun, 2007:3). 
Stockholm also aimed to brand themselves as a ‘green city’ after the nomination for the ‘first 
Green Capital in Europe’ (Stockholms stad, 2008b: 35), but in contrast to Växjö they stated that 
Europe is not enough, ‘… In 2030, we are the worlds [greenest capital]’ (Stockholms stad, 
2007b: 2). Both cities see the opportunity to contribute to a sustainable business development 
(Växjö kommun, 2005: 72; Stockholms stad, 2012). Växjö stated that ‘the Greenest City in 
Europe means to visualize and form clusters with environmental companies in the region 
(Växjö kommun, 2007: 3). Sustainable development was expressed and used as a strategy for 
growth by developing a ‘green’ business region and export ‘sustainable solutions’:  
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Industry and Commerce's environmental engagement works properly with 
the municipality's support to become a sought after environmental model, 
together we will make the Municipality of Växjö even more attractive. That 
Växjö already has become known for its environmental efforts, both 
domestically and internationally, can be seen by the number of increased 
inquiries and visits to the municipality (Växjö kommun, 2006a: 37) 
Working to find smart solutions to improve the urban sustainability is both 
good for the city and citizens of the world. A successful export of smart 
solutions entails more sustainable cities in the world while enhancing 
innovation and competitiveness in Stockholm. (Stockholms stad, 2013: 11) 
After 2010 the sustainability brand is not only about mitigation anymore, but also about 
adapting to current climate change:  
The vision is that Stockholm continues to develop as an environmental world-
class city. Sustainable urban development is characterized by density and of 
mixed housing, living urban environment and functional linkages to 
surrounding natural environment, local trade and service/…/ Stockholm will 
also be developed into a city where buildings and infrastructure based on 
sustainable energy solutions, closed systems, smart eco-design and 
adaptation to climate change (Stockholms stad, 2012: 4). 
Växjö sees a possibility to develop a "climate-proof municipality", which also can contribute 
to the municipality's attractiveness, growth and strengthen the municipal brand (Växjö 
kommun, 2013a: 4).  
The identity formation around the sustainable city has been part of both Växjö’s and 
Stockholm’s sustainability strategies since the introduction of Agenda 21, but the focus on city 
branding has intensified after 2005. City branding has foremost been explained as a way to 
generate growth, even if it is mentioned that it also could lead to positive impact on the 
environment, partly by setting examples for other cities. Both municipalities are expressing 
these kinds of strategies, but some differences are seen. Växjö is explicitly using ‘The greenest 
city in Europe’ in the logo, and Stockholm are expressing their brand as a green capital and 
world city. In difference to the introduction of Agenda 21, part of the branding of the two 
municipalities after 2010 is including adapting to climate change. That is, during the last twenty 
years there has been a change in the branding from being a municipality which is taking 
measures to mitigate climate change, to also adapting to climate change. Another difference 
found between the introduction of Agenda 21 and after 2005, is the description of the cities. In 
the mid-90’s the cities’ aims were to become ‘ecocycle-municipalities’, while after 2005 both 
cities described their aim to become, or to be, ‘green cities’. Stockholm was the first of the two 
to call itself ‘green’, but Växjö included it in their logo in 2007. 
 
Responsibilization of everyone 
When studying technologies used by the two municipalities to reach sustainable development, 
a theme of responsibilization emerged. The material shows responsibilization of both 
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individuals and organisations, in fact, everyone are expressed as responsible (Växjö kommun, 
1998a: 3; Växjö kommun, 1999a: 7; Stockholms stad, 1994: 4; Stockholms stad, 2007b: 1; 
Växjö kommun, 2013a: 6). 
To manage this, households, individuals, schools, businesses, trade, the city's 
business and others need to be actively involved in the process. The 
behaviour of the individual citizen of Stockholm and the individual firm is 
critical to achieving sustainable development (Stockholms stad, 1994 2). 
The long-term outcome depends to a great extent on how organisations, 
companies and individuals are involved in sustainable development. The city 
must facilitate all of these to run their businesses in an environmentally 
sensible way (Stockholms stad, 1997a: 14) 
The municipalities are also using their position in society to influence and assist government 
agencies, businesses, organisations and residents to reduce their environmental impacts. They 
also involve mentioned actors through information and consultation (Växjö kommun, 2006b: 
5; Stockholms stad, 2011: 38; Växjö kommun, 2014: 5). The change towards sustainable 
development is also established in moral terms as right and wrong. Växjö used the collaboration 
with SNCC, as an expert organisation, to do the ‘right thing’ from the beginning, when initiating 
environmental projects. This also indicates that ecological sustainability was, in the beginning 
of Agenda 21, a post-political project. 
… so we initiated a collaboration with SNCC/…/ it was also a way to develop 
which environmental investments we should focus on, to jump ahead a bit in 
the development, and to know that we are doing the right things (Interview 
with an official from Växjö kommun, 2015) 
The environment has become another ethical concern introduced as a ground for normalizing 
individual behaviour (Luke, 1999). During the introduction of Agenda 21 the municipality is 
described as it should be an example and show foresight (Växjö kommun, 1993: 4). The 
municipality is going from overseeing that laws and regulations are followed in industry to 
influencing people’s behaviour instead: 
We [Environment and Health Committee has] become involved in 
environmental work to influence people's behaviour/.../ the trend in society 
today is to downplay controlling operations and instead influence people's 
behaviour through information etc. Therefore, to act in a preventive 
manner/…/ the committee has been given opportunities for a more proactive 
role in influencing residents' environmental and dietary habits. (Växjö 
kommun, 1994: 54) 
By spreading information and educating the public the municipalities have formed public 
opinion, inspired and influenced the civil society to become more environmentally friendly 
(Växjö kommun, 2000: 43). Education is described as the most strategic matter when it comes 
to governing sustainable development. Some examples are: educating employees or residents 
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in environmental issues; information campaigns about more environmental friendly 
technology, or changing the way a house is heated; and how to start carpooling (Växjö kommun, 
1999a; Stockholms stad, 1994). This way, the individual was urged to take responsibility for 
his or her own environmental impact. The younger generation is stated to be the key-group to 
influence to become more environmentally friendly, and environmental issues started to be 
included in secondary school, mostly at science lessons (Växjö kommun, 1995: 40).  
The municipality has a unique opportunity to influence and change the 
attitudes of the younger generation. Therefore, the municipality, for example, 
actively promotes information and good environmental education. (Växjö 
kommun, 1993: 5) 
Standardization has also made it possible for organisations to govern themselves. For example, 
by introducing environmental certifications for businesses and schools, which Stockholm did 
when they started certifying convenience stores in 1996 (Stockholms stad, 1996: 14). Although, 
certification became much more common after the millennium in both Växjö and Stockholm 
through for example International Organisation of Standardization (Växjö kommun, 2006c: 74-
75; Växjö kommun, 2006a: 35; Stockholms stad, 2012: 14).  
Information campaigns and dialogue were common technologies to use when developing the 
Agenda 21 strategy. In Växjö the strategy was discussed during public meetings (Agenda 21-
forum) and ‘roundtable discussions’. These meetings were meant to spread information to 
organisations and citizens, but also to retrieve information (Växjö kommun, 2000: 43). In the 
case of Växjö the proposal on the local Agenda 21 strategy was distributed to NGOs and 
companies which were encouraged to give feedback on the proposal before the city council 
took the formal decision in question (Växjö kommun, 1998a: 1). Both the individual citizen and 
the business sector were encouraged to participate and explained as responsible.  
A large part lies with us individuals and our responsibility for the 
environment and the future of coming generations. This means to acquire 
knowledge, to affect our environment and to bring environmental issues into 
everyday life at work and at home. (Stockholms stad, 2002: 8) 
Opportunities to compete for clients and assignments with environmentally 
friendly products has made the business community and businesses more 
involved in environmental work. /.../ Producer responsibility has been 
introduced for a number of product areas, most recently for electronics. 
(Stockholms stad, 2002: 6) 
The forms of citizen participation offered in Växjö and Stockholm during the introduction of 
Agenda 21 differs in some extent. In both cases the environmental agenda was consulted with 
citizens, but Stockholm built their environmental agenda on suggestions from the public 
through encouraging citizens to send in proposals on what the city should focus on (Stockholm 
stad, 1995: 17; Stockholm stad, 1997b: 17). In Växjö it was possible to send in suggestions on 
the draft of the strategy, which possibly also affected the outcome (Växjö kommun, 1998a: 1). 
While it was stated that the citizen should participate and influence the decisions taken 
19 
 
 
(Stockholms stad, 1995: 17; Växjö kommun, 1993: 3), the actual practice described was more 
focused on spreading information and influencing citizen’s behaviour.  
During the introduction of Agenda 21 technologies used by both Stockholm and Växjö in 
governing ecological sustainability were, for example, to inform and educate non-governmental 
actors to change their behaviour and take responsibility for sustainable development. These 
actors were also invited to be part of the governing by influencing the agenda through civic 
dialogue. While both municipalities invited citizens to send in opinions on the Agenda 21 
strategy, they differed in their usages of the opinions. Stockholm based their strategy on the 
opinions received, and Växjö published a draft of the strategy which citizens were able to 
comment on. In spite of the municipalities’ requests of the civil society’s opinions on the matter, 
there are some indications that sustainability is treated as post-political, as it is presented as an 
ethical subject and that everyone is pointed out as responsible.   
After 2005 the dialogue with citizens was exchanged for a dialogue in the form of a 
technocratic one, with business and the university, in order to ensure environmental objectives 
(Interview with official from the municipality of Växjö, 2015; Växjö kommun, 2006b: 5). The 
official from Stockholm (2015) also confirmed that the cooperation with different actors ‘…has 
become much more intense toward the citizens, I would say, and very intense with the 
companies’ (Interview with official from the city of Stockholm, 2015). During this period it has 
also become more common with public-private partnerships (MacLeod, 2011), for example the 
project Smart Cities together with IKEA, CA-properties, Energy Agency for Southeast Sweden, 
and Århus municipality (Växjö kommun, 2012; Växjö kommun, 2013a). And the need for the 
government to partner with the business sector is highlighted (Stockholms stad, 2007b: 9). 
These coalitions are now governing the agenda. For example, during the year 2007 a climate 
commission with representatives from the university and the business sector looked at climate 
issues based on what must be done for Växjö to achieve climate goals. They concluded that the 
targets could be reached, but to reach them would require changes in behaviour (Växjö 
kommun, 2007: 31). Växjö stated further that, in order to achieve the environmental objectives, 
it is necessary with involvement from our community residents, authorities, companies, 
organisations and associations (Växjö kommun, 2014). However, in the described practice, 
community residents were not invited to dialogue in the same extent as during the introduction 
of Agenda 21.  
While the civic dialogue was exchanged for private-public partnerships, the individual was 
still informed and governed to become more environmentally friendly. Växjö changed from 
collective measurements of energy consumption in residential real estate to individual 
measurements, which was described as having led to substantial reductions in electricity 
consumption in affected areas (Växjö kommun, 2012: 56; Växjö kommun, 2013b). Växjö has 
also engaged citizens to give ‘climate promises’ which were printed on posters and put up on 
the municipality’s website. They were also part of a project called ' climate challenge’ which 
engaged employees from four workplaces to accept the challenge either to change their means 
of transportation, or to decrease their energy consumption. Furthermore, Växjö tried to inspire 
citizens with exhibitions and lectures about the quality of water and how citizens can participate 
to make Växjö greener (Växjö kommun, 2012: 57).  
When it comes to the sustainable development as a post-political project, everyone is still 
expressed as responsible, and both officials also testify that there is now consensus across party 
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boundaries (Interviews with official from Stockholm and Växjö, 2015). The official from 
Stockholm (2015) says that it was harder for the political parties to reach consensus on 
environmental politics ten years ago than it is today. 
Comparing the two time periods it seems that, which also been witnessed by the officials in 
both municipalities, while everyone still is pointed out as responsible, the individual citizen is 
now being governed more than affecting the governing. The civic dialogue has been exchanged 
for public-private partnerships which are used for governing sustainability within the 
municipalities. As both the civic dialogue has diminished and the fact that there seems to be a 
consensus across party boundaries suggests that sustainable development is now treated as a 
post-political project.   
 
Marketization  
The development from citizen participation to public-private partnerships is also indicating a 
responsibilization of the market, or marketization. There are examples of this throughout the 
whole material, and that this development intensified after 2005. During the introduction of 
Agenda 21, technologies used concerning market economy were: buying organic or locally 
produced goods to stimulate the market; using environmental management (which are 
techniques borrowed from economics); investing in renewable energy sources; developing new 
markets with environmental profile; and investing in ‘eco-tourism’ (Stockholms stad, 1997b: 
17; Växjö kommun, 1999a: 8). Marketization and ecological modernisation are putting 
responsibility on the market and technology to solve environmental problems, but at the same 
time the environmental profile is a new opportunity for growth (see City branding). 
The focus on the market and technological solutions intensified in the 21st century. 
Stockholm introduced a congestion tax permanently in 2007. Revenues were intended to be 
used for investments in the road network in the Stockholm region (Stockholms stad, 2006: 29). 
This is a way to make it more expensive to travel by car into Stockholm, and through economic 
means encourage commuters to use public transport or other ways of travels instead of by car. 
Another example of trying to change citizens’ attitudes with economic means was to encourage 
a transition to green cars among the public by offering new green car owners preferential 
parking conditions. This was a way to stimulate demand for eco-cars (Stockholms stad, 2008b: 
36). In other words, another way to stimulate the market. The municipalities continue to engage 
in the market by ‘showing that there is a demand’ for environmental technology, for example, 
Stockholm’s different electric car projects (Stockholms stad, 2012: 7), or by public procurement 
of organic food, environmental friendly energy and so on (Växjö kommun, 2006a: 41; 
Stockholms stad, 2012: 12). 
The city can influence technological developments by local requirements, 
such as Environmental zones. The city can also encourage the development 
through the procurement of vehicles and services and create local 
development projects. For example, eco cars in Stockholm. The city can also 
encourage the development through its planning monopoly, as road 
manager, through local traffic regulations and major player in the regional 
traffic planning (Stockholms stad, 2002: 12) 
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Växjö’s production of biofuels, which was a publicly funded project but sold on the private 
market (Växjö kommun, 2012: 6), was in 2013 decided by the council that it should bear its 
own costs and not charged to tax the collective (Växjö kommun, 2013b: 27).  
Another perspective of marketization is that the citizen is encouraged to take responsibility 
through consumption, in contrast to the introduction of Agenda 21 where he or she was 
encouraged to participate through civic dialogue. The citizen is now attributed power as a 
consumer.  
As individuals, we are all consumers of products and services, ranging from 
food, taxi fares, and users of energy. As consumers, we make demands on the 
contents of the products and their packaging in the same way as we critically 
evaluate price and quality. The consumer's conscious choice is one of several 
important factors that govern the manufacturer's own environmental 
thinking. It's this kind of consumer power which, together with new 
knowledge has given us fewer hazardous chemicals; in detergents, in 
degreasers, and in the paper, thereby reducing emissions of pollutants such 
as chlorine and solvents in the air, land and water. The eco-labels Bra 
Miljöval and Svanen make it is easy to quickly become an environmentally 
conscious consumer. (Stockholms stad, 2002: 7) 
To make it easier for the individual to act responsible and be environmental friendly, 
standardisation in the form of branding goods that are organic or in other ways environmentally 
friendly, for example KRAV or Svanen, is encouraged. Växjö has, for example, been 
collaborating with food suppliers to get them to mark-up organic alternatives in their product 
range, which makes it easier for buyers to see organic alternatives (Växjö kommun, 2012: 55). 
Other technologies expressed in the material, besides putting the responsibility on non-
governmental actors, have been ecological modernisation by engaging in market mechanisms. 
When comparing the two time periods there are no large differences in the discourse, but the 
focus of the solutions are more oriented towards ecological modernisation. For example, a 
noticeable change is that the citizen is rather encouraged to exercise power as a consumer than 
trough civic dialogue after 2005. 
Conclusion 
This study shows how the discourse of ecological sustainability, within two Swedish 
municipalities has changed from a focus on adapting to the ecocycle, to a focus on sustainable 
growth, city branding, public-private partnerships and consumer power. Within the discourse 
an ambivalence between sustainability and growth was also found.  
Ecological sustainability has been defined as using resources so that both our and the next 
generation will be able to live a good and decent life. When defining ecological sustainability, 
problems expressed as needed to be solved are pollution caused by transportation, waste and 
energy production, and how the urban society is organized. The basis of the solutions presented 
changed from the introduction of Agenda 21 to after 2005.  During the introduction of Agenda 
21, it was stated that to reach sustainable development there was a need to adapt to the ecocycle.  
However, after 2005 the ecocycle was not the focus any longer, but rather sustainable growth. 
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When defining ecological sustainability the focus now was on how it could brand the city and 
be used to generate growth. The municipalities have also gone from only planning for climate 
change mitigation to including climate change adaption. Sustainable development has been 
described as a post-political project (Luke, 2015), which can also be seen in this study. There 
were indications during the introduction of Agenda 21 that ecological sustainability was treated 
as a post-political subject, due to its definition as an ethical subject which everyone is 
responsible for. After 2005 it is testified that there is consensus over party boundaries on 
sustainable development, which further indicates the subject as post-political.  
When comparing the two municipalities I found that both largely show the same tendencies, 
but a few differences could still be found. For example, both Stockholm and Växjö developed 
the Agenda 21 strategies by including citizens through civic dialogue, but unlike Växjö the 
dialogue in Stockholm was stated as the base of their Agenda 21 strategy. Växjö on the other 
hand encouraged citizens to comment an already composed draft of the strategy. Although, 
whether the citizen participation actually influenced the decisions, or just legitimized decisions 
already made, is not revealed in the material. Another difference is the description of the source 
of negative impact on the environment during the introduction of Agenda 21. Both 
municipalities stress our lifestyles as the source which leads to a negative impact on the 
environment, but Stockholm focuses on our different needs: the need for mobility, energy, and 
heated homes, while Växjö focuses on the urban development, and how we plan our habitat. A 
third difference is the city branding of the two municipalities after 2005. Both describe 
themselves as green cities, but Stockholm starts describing itself as Europe’s first green capital, 
while Växjö assumes the brand the Greenest City in Europe. In 2007, Stockholm is striving to 
become the greenest capital in the world, while Växjö is adding the Greenest City in Europe to 
its logo. While there are some differences between Stockholm and Växjö, possibly ascribed to 
context, the main tendencies are the same in the two municipalities, which could indicate that 
these findings are transferable to other similar cases.  
The discourse reveals an ambivalence between growth and ecological sustainability in both 
cities. There is a dilemma described between the need of a growing population, which leads to 
an increase in transportation, consumption and energy-usage, and environmental protection. 
While this dilemma continues in to the 21st century, it was, in 2007, expressed that growth and 
sustainable development are possible to combine, although the same problematisation around 
pollution as before is expressed. Both municipalities explain our lifestyles as the source of 
negative environmental impact, in the form of consumption, transportation and energy-use. 
During the introduction of Agenda 21 the solutions were oriented to adapting to nature, but 
after 2005 the focus was on sustainable growth and ecological modernisation. Sustainability 
was also used for city branding, which foremost has been explained as a way of generating 
growth, even if it was mentioned that it also could lead to positive impact on the environment, 
by setting examples for other cities. Gustavsson (2009) has also shown that when environmental 
measures also generate economic development, environmental policy tends to lead to concrete 
action.  
Earlier research has shown a transformation of urban governance towards private-public 
partnerships and consumer power (Mayer & Künkel, 2012; Elzinga, 2010). This has also been 
shown in this study. Since the introduction of Agenda 21 non-governmental actors have been 
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described as responsible for sustainable development and have been invited to affect the agenda 
through dialogue. The actors are also enabled to act responsibly by standardisation and 
informational campaigns. However, the analysis shows that the sustainability strategies have 
gone from including non-governmental actors in dialogue, to a focus on public-private 
partnerships and encouraging citizens to conduct consumer power. The transformation in the 
discourse that has been revealed is that the citizen has gone from being described as part of the 
governing by influencing the environmental agenda, to influencing through consumer power. 
The business sector, together with universities, are still, and possibly a more important, part in 
governing environmental sustainability as they, together with the municipalities, are planning 
and forming the agenda.  
To conclude, the sustainability discourse has changed from focusing on adapting to the 
ecocycle to focusing on sustainable growth, city branding, public-private partnerships and 
consumer power. Mayer & Künkel (2012) argue that the neoliberal regime is adapting to 
changing circumstances and that there is a political consensus that growth is a priority of the 
city. Mouffe (2005) has also argued that a post-political project makes it hard to challenge the 
hegemony of neoliberalism. This study shows how the focus of the sustainability discourse has 
increased towards growth, and ecological modernisation, within the city, and has increasingly 
been treated as a post-political project. While this study has focused on the ecological aspect of 
sustainable development and its relation to growth and how it has been governed, another 
perspective could be to include a larger focus on the social aspect of sustainable development. 
This would probably also give another twist on the conflict between economic and ecological 
sustainability, which would be interesting for further studies.  
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